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Deathways in the Borderlands of Northwestern
Mexico, 1790–1870
Laura Shelton

D

oña María Dolores Maitorena was a prominent merchant and landowner from the ranching and commercial town of Hermosillo, Sonora.
In 1833 Maitorena completed her last will and testament in which she addressed both the material and spiritual welfare of her heirs. As a widow, she
had the legal authority to partition her considerable estate among her eleven
children. Her possessions included arable land, cattle, mules, a house, tools,
saddles, and wagons, among other valuable items. Maitorena also devoted
significant attention to spiritual matters, and counseled her children to comfort each other after her death. An examination of her will provides a glimpse
into the circulation of spiritual requests and bequeathals, and reveals the
emotional vocabularies that testators used to communicate with heirs during
the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Some of her sons and daughters
were still minors whom she had to leave in the care of her adult daughter,
Margarita. Maitorena begged for the continued protection of these minor
children, particularly her two youngest daughters and reminded her grown
children to look after their surviving grandmother, doña Gregoria de Leon.
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comments.
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Maitorena also owned a collection of sacred objects including a large
crucifix, images of saints, and holy statues. She deliberately distributed
these religious possessions. The large crucifix went to her oldest daughter,
Margarita. Maitorena bequeathed an image of Our Lady of San Juan to her
youngest daughter and namesake, María Dolores. Our Lady of San Juan, a
popular saint in Mexico by the eighteenth century, was known for healing
the sick and wounded. The saint maintained a devoted following of pilgrims
among castas (mixed-race people), Indians, and criollos (Mexican-born
Spaniards) throughout the nineteenth century. Maitorena distributed her
other saints among the rest of her children. Her will did not list these sacred
objects and remaining heirs. Her choice to bequeath a large crucifix and a
favored saint bulto (statue or figurine) respectively to her eldest and youngest
daughters communicated particular desires and obligations to both her God
and family. By bestowing the crucifix on her oldest daughter, she passed on
the status of matriarch to Margarita, making her the alma, or spiritual soul,
of her large—and young—family. We can only speculate on Maitorena’s
devotion to Our Lady of San Juan, but by selecting this icon for her youngest
daughter, she made a specific plea to the Divine for the protection and care
of her most vulnerable descendant.1
An examination of Catholic wills such as Maitorena’s reveals how the transmission of material and sacred “goods” among family, friends, and servants
defined the boundaries of familial and spiritual communities in nineteenthcentury Sonora. For example, religious icons and treasured rosaries were
objects of spiritual power that held both sentimental and material value.
They aided prayers and acted as literal conduits between the Divine and
the profane. They sealed bonds of reciprocity between testators, executors,
and family members. Nineteenth-century Catholics believed that the dead
needed petitions from a community of faithful for their souls to leave purgatory
and enter heaven. Testators sometimes bequeathed mundane objects, such
as clothing and livestock, to ensure a sense of gratitude, obligation, or hope
for security among heirs, especially vulnerable minor children, such as Maitorena’s young daughters. These affective messages and requests for prayers
within colonial and republican wills ultimately highlight the workings of
what historian Kathryn Burns has called “spiritual economy,” a system of
material and spiritual exchanges that moved within and between lay and
ecclesiastical communities.2 Burns’s research specifically addresses the
interweaving of material and spiritual exchanges between lay and convent
communities in colonial Cuzco. In contrast to Peru, convents were scarce
in nineteenth-century Sonora, and Catholic missions were in decline.
Nevertheless, the region’s wills reveal within Sonora’s lay community the
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circulation of various kinds of material and spiritual “currency” that included
not only land, livestock, kitchenware, tools, and clothing but also prayers and
religious icons. This essay demonstrates that the exchange of these material
goods and spiritual obligations helped define the contours of family and religious community at a time of intense ethnic conflict and political turmoil.
In addition, women such as Maitorena were the primary agents of spiritual
exchanges. Their actions prolonged baroque religious expression at a time
when the Enlightenment was encroaching on Sonoran deathways.
Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Sonoran wills mark a clear transition from “baroque” to “enlightened” burial practices and beliefs about the
afterlife. Historians Martina Will de Chaparro, Alma Victoria Valdés, and
Pamela Voekel have described the baroque sensibility as one that emphasizes
outward, communal expressions of faith. In the baroque period, communal
observances such as funeral processions and masses for the intercession of
saints and the Holy Mother—which included candles, music, incense, and
prayers to images and relics—stirred the senses and were believed to hasten the
soul from purgatory to heaven.3 In contrast, the enlightened burial celebrated
austerity and interior contemplation, a form of religiosity described by Voekel
as “an internal, individual, and direct spirituality that exalted moderation,
reason, and discipline above all other Christian virtues.”4 The transition to
the enlightened burial also involved the movement of interments from altar
floors in churches, where the dead could benefit from the collective prayers
of their religious community, to newly constructed, rational, and “hygienic”
cemeteries on the edges of towns and cities.
This study draws on almost two hundred wills available in the Fondo de
Notarías del Archivo General del Estado de Sonora (AGES) between 1790
and 1870 to explore how Sonorans fashioned religious community and family
through the circulation of spiritual objects and how attitudes toward religious
expression and deathways changed in the broader context of the Bourbon
Reforms and Mexico’s independence movement.5 During these years, most
Sonoran towns and villages contained fewer than one thousand residents and
included large extended families related by blood and fictive kinship that
crisscrossed lines of prosperity and ethnicity. Although testators were largely
propertied men who earned their living as farmers, ranchers, and merchants,
the presence of a significant minority of female property holders illustrates that
women were vital participants in the region’s commercial mining, ranching,
and agriculture.
This work also draws on missionary records and military reports in order
to explore how deathways among one’s enemies marked the boundaries between civilization and “savagery.” These sources suggest that mutilation and
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mistreatment of enemies’ bodies in battle and during massacres formed an
important, often overlooked aspect of warfare. Such practices dehumanized
and humiliated “the other,” but they also reveal that in order to understand
deathways as a cultural practice in its broadest sense, it is vital to examine
how a community treats its enemies in death as well.
Until the Mexican War of Independence (1810–1820), Spanish royal officials sought to extend their authority over several aspects of life on New Spain’s
northern frontier as a part of the Bourbon Reforms launched during the reign
of Carlos III in the late eighteenth century. These areas of oversight included
mining revenues, mission lands, and Catholic religious orders. Among the
most dramatic policies was the expulsion of the Jesuits from the Spanish
Empire in 1767. Perhaps most far-reaching in northern New Spain was the
development of military outposts known as presidios and the establishment
of complex networks of alliances, supply chains, and targeted warfare on the
region’s nomadic indigenous peoples, particularly the Apaches.6 However,
Borderlands scholars of this period have given less attention to the reform of
burial practices, particularly the movement of internments from church altar
floors to cemeteries—a process both royal and religious officials supported
throughout the colony.7 Attention to such reforms reveals the reach of new
intellectual and theological currents to the farthest edges of the Spanish
Empire. The rational, “humble burial” became a matter of course among
all Sonorans by the 1840s, and the early nineteenth century marks a period
of transition from baroque Catholic practice to an enlightened emphasis on
austerity and interior piety. Still, there were limits to these reform efforts.8
Embedded in the acts of bequeathal and requests for remembrance found in
Sonoran wills was an enduring belief that a “good death” was a communal
affair, one that required the ongoing prayers of loved ones and a community
of believers.
Baroque expressions of religiosity continued to flourish in northwestern
Mexico but often in ways that were gendered in the home and community and
that centered on intimate family relationships. It was largely Sonora’s female
testators, such as doña Maitorena, who maintained baroque religious practices
by passing on venerated religious objects and icons to a younger generation.
Ana Andrade of Guaymas bequeathed cherished rosaries to her daughters in
1848, and María Teresa Vazquez, a native of Altar, Sonora, left several saint
statues and images to female friends and relatives in the early 1860s.9 Even as
burials became more austere and moved to cemeteries on the outskirts of towns
and villages, women still passed on spiritual and religious objects as tokens of
protection and significantly requested that their heirs remember them and pray
for their souls. For historians studying death and burial practices in Mexico’s
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northern Borderlands during the late colonial and early republican eras, this
continuity underscores the importance of looking beyond official church
policy to examine popular and gendered expressions of intimate religiosity.
Although Enlightenment notions of interior piety and austerity in death and
burial did spread to Mexico’s northern border, Sonorans continued to believe
that salvation required the aid of a community of faithful.
Finally, material and spiritual bequeathals took on added significance for
defining the boundaries of family, “civilized society,” and religious identity
at a time when Sonora was beset with conflict between Mexicans and indigenous groups and among Natives themselves, which made the creation and
reproduction of a community of the faithful especially difficult. Moreover,
the frequent state of conflict with Sonora’s indigenous peoples, especially
Apaches, shaped Mexicans’ views of death and the afterlife in unique ways.
Material and spiritual exchanges evident in wills became markers of Christian
civilization, while unfavorable cross-cultural observations and the defilement
of the bodies of enemies in warfare became weapons against a “barbarous”
other. Historian Claudio Lomnitz has suggested that most historical literature about death addresses attitudes toward the loss of family or community
members rather than the death of one’s enemy.10 Lomnitz’s observation is
relevant in a time and place, such as Sonora in this period, which witnessed
many years of brutal, interethnic fighting. Conflict and raiding between
Hispanic and indigenous communities set Mexico’s northern frontier apart
from the urban centers in the south. Yet historians know little about how
these events shaped Sonorans’ understanding and preparation for death and
burial. This article takes up Lomnitz’s call to extend the study of death to the
treatment of enemies with the intention of encouraging further research on
the subject. Interethnic violence on Mexico’s northern frontier influenced
the treatment of dead enemies among Mexicans and indigenous peoples.
Intercultural observations of the burial and death of “the other” were always
laced with discourses of civilization and barbarism and ultimately served to
reinforce a Catholic Hispanic identity. Sonorans expressed this identity not
only through Christian burial practices and beliefs about the afterlife but
also through the violent desecration of the bodies of enemies.
Baroque and Enlightened Burials
The causes of mortality among Sonorans were similar to those found
among people from other regions of Mexico, reflecting patterns common
to preindustrial societies. Childhood diseases, infections, epidemics, and
old age claimed the majority of Sonorans. Among women, complications
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from childbirth were often fatal. Between 1773 and 1825 in Hermosillo, for
example, deaths among indigenous and nonindigenous residents averaged
around forty-five per year among a population that grew from roughly fifteen
hundred to three thousand over a period of fifty years. Demographic studies
of the region chart a rapid decline among indigenous Sonorans between
the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, mostly as a result of exposure to
European diseases, and colonial exploitation and violence. During this same
period, the region’s European population steadily increased, although disease
epidemics were devastating to all Sonoran communities or ethnic groups.11
Using death records from the parish archives, historian Marcos Medina found
that when a flu virus reached Hermosillo in 1826, the death rate spiked to
almost 750 per year among a population of three thousand.12 At the end of
June 1765, German Jesuit missionary Ignaz Pfefferkorn described the spread
of an unknown illness that originated in southern Mexico. The disease
caused severe headaches, fever, delirium, vomiting, and bleeding from the
nose and ears among its victims. Reflecting the conventional wisdom of the
time, Pfefferkorn was convinced that most diseases spread through pestilential
air.13 However, these demographic records explain very little about changing
beliefs regarding death and deathways beyond the fact that losing a child,
parent, sibling, or spouse was a common occurrence.
Wills do provide some insight into how Sonoran beliefs about death and
burial practices changed over time, but they also have their limitations. Only
people with property wrote wills. Wills highlight the deathways of notables
owning some material wealth while excluding poor artisans, servants, and
farmworkers. Moreover, an unforeseen illness or a sudden accident took
the life of some propertied Sonorans before they wrote a will; others simply
neglected to compose one. Still, a significant portion of the population in
Sonora owned at least some property relative to more established urban centers in southern Mexico. Records of land titles and transactions, and census
data from the first half of the nineteenth century underscore the presence of
a large class of labradores (independent small farmers) throughout most of the
region. No less significant was that a number of women owned property and
crafted wills. During the early republican era of Mexico, women benefited
from the legacy of Iberian laws that allowed them to own property.14 Given
that migration and ethnic conflicts drew men away from local communities
and left women in charge of family ranches and businesses, women in Sonora
exercised their legal rights to own and manage property into the twentieth
century. As a result, it is possible to use wills to explore subtle differences in
how men and women approached death from the late eighteenth to the late
nineteenth centuries.
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At their most basic, wills were legally binding documents that gave proof
of an individual’s final wishes for distributing his or her property after death.
Spanish and Mexican law required three to five witnesses to witness the dictation or drafting of a will. Depending on the availability of a licensed notary,
and because most Sonorans waited to write their wills until they were sick
or dying, these documents were crafted in the presence of a judicial official,
legal witnesses (usually trusted or prominent members of the community),
a priest, family members, and servants. Writing a will on a deathbed was
simultaneously a formal, legal exercise; a time for final farewells to loved
ones; and a critical step in an individual’s spiritual journey to meet God.
Witnesses and family members were present both to organize material matters and to pray on behalf of the dying, with the hope that he or she would
pass quickly through the agonía (death agony) to salvation.15 In 1786, for
example, Antonio Estrada, a farmer from Hermosillo, completed his will
while on his deathbed, surrounded by his children, town judge don Ignacio
Xavier de Rivera, witness Roque de Guizarmotegui, and don Fernando Iñigo
Ruiz, the executor of his estate.16 In 1809 the widow María Juana Espinoza,
also of Hermosillo, wrote her final testament in the presence of the presidio
commander don Jose de Zúñiga, two witnesses, her compadre don Tomas
Valencia, and her three surviving children and their spouses.17 Like Estrada,
Espinosa began with the grim acknowledgment that her Father Creator had
chosen to give her a fatal illness. In the town of Arizpe in 1859, fifty years
after Espinoza’s death, José Lucas Pico mentioned neither religion nor his
faith in his final testament, although he too faced a deadly illness, but he
still called to his bedside his son, the president of the ayuntamiento (town
council), and three witnesses including a priest. Even as religious language
disappeared from some nineteenth-century wills, death remained a communal experience shared with family members, witnesses, and judicial and
religious authorities.18
The beliefs and practices attending death and dying among Hispanicized
Sonorans were rooted in Roman Catholic Iberian religiosity. Most historical
studies of deathways in Spain have recognized a communal sensibility toward
death during the medieval and early modern periods. In sixteenth-century
Spain, prayer was a community duty that emphasized intimacy between
the living and dead, a bond strengthened through the close proximity of
the dead buried inside churches.19 Historian William Christian’s influential
study, Local Religion in Sixteenth-Century Spain (1981), also emphasizes that
the interactions between the Catholic saints and the community of believers were frequent and tangible. Sacred objects such as icons, rosaries, and
milagros (religious charms) provided channels between the divine and the
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profane, and communal practices, including festivals and pilgrimages to holy
sites, created a time and place to connect with God and strengthen religious
identity.20
Scholars have uncovered significant continuity in the communal nature
of deathways in colonial Mexico.21 Voekel describes how “the concrete, communal, and mediated nature of the sacred” among eighteenth-century elites
in Mexico City and Veracruz was manifest in velvet-covered caskets, lavish
saintly images, and hundreds of mourners, all carrying candles in ornate
holders during funeral processions.22 The most privileged dead were interred
under the altar floors of Mexico City’s many cathedrals. These displays allowed believers direct, tangible contact with the sacred and provided elites
with an opportunity for fantastic displays of wealth and status. In addition to
funeral processions, the faithful frequently carried finely adorned saints, holy
images, and other relics about the city to the bedsides of the ill to perform
miracles of healing.23
On Mexico’s northern frontier, notables such as don Ignacio Valencia
also embraced baroque expression in their attitudes toward death during
the colonial period. In 1790 the gravely ill Valencia wrote his last will and
testament in the town of San Miguel de Horcasitas, a ranching and military
community in the desert foothills of the Sierra Madre of northern New
Spain. Like many Sonorans during the late colonial era, he waited until
the final days of his life to summon a priest and a notary and to put his
spiritual and material affairs in order. Valencia began his will with a profession of his faith, declaring himself Catholic, Christian, and loyal to the one
true Church. He believed in the infinite mystery of the Holy Trinity, and
that the Virgin Mary was the true Mother of God. Such declarations were
commonplace in colonial wills, but unlike his less affluent neighbors, don
Ignacio could afford a burial under the altar floors of the local church in
San Miguel de Horcasitas, and he requested that his family and friends say
several masses on behalf of his eternal soul.24 Most requests for altar burials, such as those of Valencia, occurred during Sonora’s colonial period.
In 1816, for example, Miguel Atiensa y Palacios, a retired military officer
from the Presidio of Pitic, asked that twenty masses be said for his soul and
requested that his family bury him in a Franciscan habit under the local
church altar.25
Doña María Nicolasa Corella from Arizpe demonstrated the continuity
of baroque sensibility in her final testament in 1820, and she recognized
the tangible influence of holy objects over the living and the dead.26 She
professed her belief in the miraculous power of relics and saints’ images,
and like other colonial notables, she paid significant sums of money for
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funeral masses, even when currency was in short supply in frontier communities. Corella, the matriarch of a local prominent family, left behind
eight legitimate children, two indigenous servants (María Rosa and Beatriz), and several in-laws including don José Perez, her son-in-law and the
administrator of public funds.27 She set aside money to pay for masses for
her soul and to honor favored saints, and requested burial under Arizpe’s
church altar.28 Her will began with an extensive confession of her belief
in an all-powerful God, a benevolent Virgin Mary, and the mystery of the
Holy Trinity. She used several pages of her will to express her lifelong and
fervent devotion to the Catholic faith and her wonder at the inscrutability of
the Trinity. Although some of her expressions were formulaic, the unusual
length of her confession also suggested a demonstration of exceptional
personal piety.
In 1796 Antonia Ana de Murrieta’s burial in the village of Baroyeca was
among the most elaborate funerals orchestrated in colonial Sonora and exemplifies a baroque sensibility even in the most remote areas of Sonora. Her
funeral included a novenary, or nine days of public condolence, and over
the course of the next year, her family sponsored one hundred masses for her
soul and for her deceased husband’s soul. Murrieta, a prominent merchant,
had more financial resources to invest in her lavish funeral than did most
Sonorans. Like Miguel Atiensa and other Sonorans who were either members
of the Third Order of St. Francis or especially devoted to St. Francis, Murrieta was laid to rest in a Franciscan habit.29 This plain garment, a symbol of
simplicity and humility, may seem incongruous with the most conspicuous
funerals among Sonora’s notables, but they, along with masses, candles, and
novenaries, were also a display of Christian piety. Membership in the Third
Order of St. Francis was certainly a mark of status among devout notables,
but it was also a way to participate in religious communal expression, one
that persisted well into the nineteenth century. Other requests, however,
including burials under church altars, came to an end.
Still, Murrieta’s burial would have been austere by the standards of Mexico
City’s elite. Sonora’s remoteness and impoverished material culture forced
even the wealthiest Sonorans to have modest funerals. In contrast to Mexico
City, which was home to hundreds of monasteries, convents, and cathedrals
that dated back to the sixteenth century, Sonora had a chronic shortage of
priests or missionaries, and its churches were scattered about a vast desert
and mountain landscape. There were simply not enough clerics, candles,
vestments, and other finery in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Sonora to
sustain a “good death” in fine baroque style. As Will de Chaparro has noted
in the case of colonial New Mexico, “The nature of life on the periphery of
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the Spanish empire made it impossible to apply seamlessly the baroque model
in its entirety, and people adapted and transformed elements of the model
in a necessary concession to local conditions.”30 Baroque and enlightenment
sensibilities often coexisted in the Sonoran Borderlands as well, but necessity
always dictated a baroque culture simpler on the northern frontier than in
central Mexico.
A shift in deathways to an “enlightened” sensibility is especially notable in
the burial location. After 1829 most Sonorans stopped requesting interment
under the altars of their churches and cathedrals. As the Bourbon reformers
had dictated, several communities in Sonora built cemeteries in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; their timing placed northern
New Spain in line with similar trends in Mexico’s urban core. In contrast
to Veracruz, Mexico City, and neighboring New Mexico, however, there is
no evidence that Sonorans protested these changes in burial practices.31 In
1786, for example, one year before the Royal Cemetery Order of 1787, the
previously mentioned Antonio Estrada was interred in El Campo Santo
cemetery near the Presidio of Pitic, but his request of twenty-two masses for
his soul reflected how baroque and enlightened funerary practices could
coexist within a single will. Indeed, the shift away from baroque expression
was not consistent, nor was it simply a top-down process.32
Over time, other Sonorans followed Estrada’s lead with requests for cemetery burials. In 1842 Florencio Chacón filed his last will and testament in
Pitic (now Hermosillo), and in contrast to his colonial predecessors, he asked
that his family provide him a “simple burial” in a cemetery at the edge of
town. Despite this enlightened request, Chacón’s appeal for a simple burial
in a cemetery had become commonplace by the middle of the nineteenth
century. Chacón’s will contained religious language professing his belief in
the Holy Trinity and in the Roman Catholic Church as the defender of the
one true faith. Chacón described himself as a Catholic and faithful Christian
deeply devoted to the Virgin Mary, Mother of God, but he left all remaining
decisions, including interment of his body and prayers for his eternal soul,
to the wishes of his surviving heirs.33
As time progressed, fewer testators even mentioned their faith, and their
wills left out any mention of burial requests. Although colonial and early
republican wills among Sonora’s lay population display a strong sense of
religiosity, a decline in the use of religious language and burial requests is
noticeable by the 1840s. It is likely, however, that the waning use of religious
language reflected more a secularization of the Mexican state and a shift in
the pro forma writing style of notaries, than a decline in the religious faith
of the testators.
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Circulation of Spiritual and Material Culture
Spiritual and emotional supplications toward the Divine and toward family members and servants were often mentioned in the final testaments
of the dying, especially before the 1830s. In 1819 in Hermosillo, don Juan
José Buelna left one hundred pesos to a niece named Barvara because she
had nursed him during the illness that eventually led to his death, and he
explicitly mentioned his gratitude for her devotion.34 In 1832 Ignacio Araiza
from Pueblo de Seris left one daughter, María Jesus, three cows in addition
to her regular share of inheritance as a token of his gratitude, apparently for
her loyalty and willingness to care for him during his illness. Meanwhile,
two other daughters, Juana and Candelaria, received nothing from the estate
because of “the ingratitude” they had shown their father by bringing an earlier
lawsuit against him.35
Testators occasionally made requests for reconciliation a central message
to their heirs. Juan Pablo Huandurraga’s concerns that his children from
separate marriages would quarrel after his passing compelled him to write
in his will a brief message urging peace. When alcalde Antonio Andrade
and witnesses from Hermosillo arrived at Huandurraga’s home to help him
notarize his will, he begged his children not to question how he divided
his estate and, above all, not to resort to the courts to resolve any disputes.36
Ignacio Araiza, who excluded two of his legitimate daughters from his will,
concluded by acknowledging that some children from his first marriage were
disgruntled with how his first wife’s estate was divided, thus hinting at the
reasons his daughters may have previously sued him in court. To “clear his
conscience” over previous confrontations, he hoped that the division of his
estate would rectify any perceived inequities.37 Wills, then, were also places
where the dying tried to inform and persuade the living and hoped to exert
a measure of control over their heirs in the future.
A few men also sought to leave at least some of their estate to illegitimate
children and to forge reconciliation among their legitimate and illegitimate
heirs. Florencio Chacón, for example, left land to his illegitimate son, Joaquín
Chacón, and urged his wife and two legitimate sons, who were his executors,
to treat Joaquín as a son and brother and not to contest his legacy to Chacón.38
Don Trinidad Duarte also left a part of his estate in the form of livestock to
an illegitimate son amid protests from his two legitimate children.39 Both
Chacón and Duarte had anticipated resentment from their legitimate heirs
and implored their children to maintain peace within the family.
Notables in Sonora also used their final wills and testaments to extend a
final gesture of gratitude and generosity to servants, reflecting the paternalistic
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nature of their relationship with at least some workers, particularly criados.40
Criados were indigenous servants or “adopted” children who provided
household service. Many notables left them clothing, gave away saints and
rosaries, or shared livestock. Some amos (household heads) absolved all
debts as a show of gratitude for faithful service. Don Rafael Morales from
Arizpe, for example, forgave several of his smaller debtors.41 In the process,
Morales demonstrated to servants, relatives, and the community that even
in death, he could afford to forgive debts. The practice also likely elevated
the status of surviving heirs. In 1820 in Arizpe, doña María Nicolasa Corella
left all her everyday clothing to two criadas, María Rosa and Beatriz. Don
Juan José Buelna left ten young female horses and one potro (young stallion)
to a criado named Xavier, and six female horses and a stallion to a second
criado, Rafael. Buelna explained in his will that he had raised Xavier and
Rafael in his household from the time they were children. Such expressions

above final page of the will of don
juan josé buelna
(Will of Don Juan José Buelna, 1819, Juzgado
Civil, Hermosillo, tomo 1200; courtesy of the
Archivo Judicial del Estado de Sonora)
right first page of the will of don vicente antunez
(Will of Don Vicente Antunez, 1828, Juzgado Civil, Hermosillo, tomo 1204; courtesy of the
Archivo Judicial del Estado de Sonora)
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middle page of the will of don vicente antunez
(Will of Don Vicente Antunez, 1828, Juzgado Civil, Hermosillo, tomo 1204; courtesy
of the Archivo Judicial del Estado de Sonora)

of affection toward criados show how household servants were sometimes at
once laborers and family, although they were always subordinate to legitimate children. Despite Xavier’s and Rafael’s loyalty and whatever affections
Buelna expressed in his will to his “adopted” children, by law they did not
inherit portions of his considerable estate equal to those received by his four
legitimate children.42
Women also used their wills to bestow gifts of jewelry or religious objects
to relatives and servants, a baroque practice that survives in various ways to
the present day in the Sonoran Borderlands.43 Daughters, nieces, and servants
often inherited religious gifts including images of saints, votives, statues,
milagros, crosses, and rosaries. With these spiritual objects, Sonoran women
conveyed knowledge of which saints and devotions were most important or
meaningful to them and of what beliefs and practices they hoped to pass on
to the next generation. The objects themselves were conduits between the
Divine and the material world, providing protection from illness, accidents,
and disease. Leaving these sacred objects for chosen individuals was a way
to show affection and concern for a favored family member or servant, and
equally important, these gifts provided a way to give them protection even
after the testator’s death.

78 N new mexico historical review

volume 89, number 1

The importance ascribed to prized religious possessions was rooted in the
much older veneration of holy relics for their healing abilities and their role
as passages between the earthly and the Divine. Reverence for images and
relics had a scriptural basis originating in eleventh-century Europe. Although
the Catholic Church regulated the approval of relics more closely during
and after the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century, their veneration
spread to the Americas both in the form of imported relics from Europe and
indigenous holy objects that showed miraculous power.44
The spiritual significance that Sonorans attributed to saintly images was
most evident in wills of women. When dying, they left requests for the passage
of their most cherished holy objects to beloved family members and loyal
servants. The power and hope people invested in saintly images to mediate
between the Divine and profane is evident in a public altercation that broke
out in a Hermosillo church during Easter mass in 1834.45
In a violent outburst on Easter morning that horrified Hermosillo’s residents, Josefa Galavéz assaulted Valentina Rosas in a church transept over a
public affair that she was conducting with her husband. Galavéz, a seamstress,
delivered several blows to her rival, Rosas, and tore off her rebozo and head
covering before several onlookers separated the women and whisked Rosas
out of sight. According to Galavéz, her husband had been living with Rosas
for some time. Now abandoned, she and her children had to survive on the
meager wages that Galavéz earned as a seamstress.46
Especially notable in this case is that the Hermosillo parishioners believed
the saints in the church were alive and approached the images with a measure
of trepidation. Judges, lawyers, and witnesses made frequent reference to the
scandal out of fear because the fight happened “before the images of God.”47
An assault in a house of worship, in plain view of saints and other venerated
images, added to the gravity of Galavéz’s crime. Her legal defender, Encarnación Estrella, argued that Galavéz’s violent outburst undoubtedly sprang
from unbridled passion and that she should therefore receive a pardon. According to Estrella, Galavéz must have been out of her mind in the moment,
for only a woman whose senses had taken flight from profound grief and
rage would commit the appalling sin of fighting in a church in plain view
of the saintly images.48 Estrella succeeded in winning Galavéz a pardon. He
clearly believed that the saints and godly images possessed an awareness of
Galavéz’s and Rosas’s unconscionable behavior. The women, particularly
Galavéz, had violated and defiled a sacred space where holy objects had the
power to observe, judge, and address worldly concerns.
Over time, Sonorans entered into a reciprocal relationship with saintly
objects and images, petitioning them in times of need and offering them gifts
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for answered prayers. Parishioners in Chimayó, New Mexico, for example,
left the Holy Child of Atocha gifts of tiny shoes that he could use on his
nighttime journeys of compassion and healing.49 During times of war and
political upheaval, the saints needed people of devotion to protect them
from harm and neglect. In the early 1930s, the Cristero Revolt persisted in
northern Mexico between those citizens loyal to the Church and officials
supporting the revolutionary state. A famous story from 1932 of a nineteenthcentury statue of El Niño Dios de Caborca involves a woman who brought
the venerated object home to re-dress him for Christmas. While the statue
was in her home, Sonoran state officials came to Caborca’s small church
and burned all its religious icons, yet El Niño remained safely hidden away.
Indeed, stories of local parishioners protecting and hiding venerated religious
objects were common from this period.50
Sonora’s wills provide a glimpse into the lives of devoted guardians of
religious icons from the nineteenth century and reinforce the idea that these
objects were at once communal and private possessions. In 1863 María Teresa Vazquez, a prosperous land and mill owner from Caborca in the Altar
district, left in her will extensive instructions about several saintly images and
statues that came into her possession from the Church of San Yldefonso de
la Ceneguía after the mining community became depopulated as a result of
ongoing wars with the Apaches. She bequeathed the statues of San Yldefonso
de la Ceneguía to the Iglesia del Pitiquito, but only on the condition that the
parishioners of Pitiquito return the statues should Ceneguía repopulate.51 It
is impossible to know the fate of all these objects, but the comparison of the
El Niño Dios de Caborca from 1932 with the statues of Ceneguía suggests
prominent women, not priests, served as guardians of the icons.
In the nineteenth century, the prominent role of women was likely due in
part to the shortage of priests in remote corners of Sonora, but by the twentieth century, rural priests in northern Mexico were often locked in conflict
with the revolutionary government and may not have been in a position to
protect sacred statues, saint images and relics, and altar screens. Moreover, the
evidence from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries suggests that religious
objects belonged more to the laity than to church officials. From available
evidence, it is difficult to know whether these women saw themselves as owners or guardians of these sacred objects. Over decades and even centuries,
family, parish, or place informed or defined their provenance, and women
were their keepers or custodians.
In addition to bequeathing several church sculptures in 1863, Vazquez held
a private collection of religious icons that she passed on to beloved friends
and relatives. Vazquez never married, she had no children, and her parents
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were deceased; so she had considerable freedom to choose her inheritors.
She gave María Sacramento Vanegas de Bojorquez the largest of three paintings of la Purisima Concepción, and she left the two smaller paintings to her
sisters, Elena and María Jesus Vanegas. In addition to the religious images,
Vazquez left behind silver plates, cups, and furniture as well as land and
livestock.52 Given Vazquez’s wealth, she had a large amount of property and
possessions to distribute in her will, but she mentioned the religious icons
first and foremost. This is possibly because these objects, which had served
as her bridge to the Divine in life, now bound her to her closest family and
to a community of believers in death.

gran aniversario de la feria de san juan de los lagos, 1797 a 1899
(Photograph courtesy Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Digital
Collection, digital image no. ppmsc-04456)
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Death among Enemies and “the Other”
Wills provide a glimpse into how Mexicans in Sonora used holy objects and
crafted spiritual messages to define the contours of family and religious community, but they reveal little about how Sonorans viewed the deathways of
outsiders and enemies. As a region on the periphery of an empire and, later,
a fledgling nation-state, Sonora had long been a place where people from
different cultures intermingled and engaged in conflict. In this context of
ethnic conflict, the systematic desecration of bodies belonging to outsiders
and enemies was fundamental to how Hispanic and indigenous Sonorans
experienced death and understood the afterlife. In particular, the growing
violence between Mexicans and Apaches occurred in a larger context of
political revolution and postcolonial state building. The collapse of the
Spanish regime in Mexico in 1821 ended an already fragile negotiated peace
between the Apaches and the Spanish royal army. Without the steady supply
of goods for gifts and exchange, Native raiding and warfare returned to the
region. Intermittent warfare broke out on the Sonoran frontier after 1820,
lasting through the 1870s. Over five thousand Mexicans died in these conflicts and another four thousand residents fled their settlements or villages to
safer communities such as Hermosillo and Horcasitas. (No existing official
records record the number of Apaches who died during this period.) Armed
rebellions among Yaquis to the south in 1825–1827 and 1832–1833 also challenged Mexican hegemony in Sonora.53 Meanwhile in western Sonora, Seris
raided ranches for cattle and food, and engaged in warfare with neighboring
Mexican communities. Taken together, killing enemies and taking captives
in the early republican era easily surpassed the considerable devastation of
the eighteenth-century colonial wars.
During this period, the treatment of enemies in death, and even crosscultural observations of death and burial at peacetime, served as markers of
savagery for the Spanish and for indigenous peoples. Deathways, like gender
roles and family life, were prime arenas for cultural confusion and misunderstanding. Pfefferkorn, for example, was surprised by the “astonishing tranquility”
of indigenous Sonorans in the face of death: “No person can be more quiet,
tranquil, and unmoved at his departure from this life than a dying Sonoran.”54
Pfefferkorn concluded that the equanimity of the dying was a product of a
“lifelong animal-like manner of existence” and an ignorance of the potential
dangers to the eternal soul at the time of the agonía.55 For an eighteenth-century
Christian missionary like Pfefferkorn, the fate of one’s soul hung in the balance
between heaven and hell, and a placid response in the face of temptation and
possible eternal damnation was baffling and troubling.
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The observations of Enlightenment-era missionaries also reflect what
historian Erik Seeman has described as an inclusive, universalizing tendency
in how Europeans perceived deathways in other cultures.56 Despite Pfefforkorn’s incomprehension of Native views on the afterlife, for example, he did
believe that most indigenous Sonorans showed “a kind of reverence for the
deceased.”57 He described how unconverted O’odhams dug graves in the earth
and carefully buried the deceased with jugs of water and pinole (corn meal),
weapons, and whatever other items the deceased had used during his or her
lifetime. Juan Nentvig, another Jesuit missionary active in the Pimería Alta,
claimed that when infants died, their families left them breast milk from their
mothers for several days. These graves were covered with large logs, sticks,
and twigs, and packed with a mound of earth.58 Pfefforkorn also observed
that among indigenous peoples along the Gila and Colorado rivers, women
mourners wailed in low, sad tones while family members of the deceased
looked on with no obvious display of grief. For Pfefferkorn, such customs
suggested “strong proof that they had some notion of the immortality of the
soul, although this idea was obscure and mixed with absurdity.”59 He, like most
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century observers, could scarcely understand the
cultural and religious significance of these practices on Native terms, but the
O’odham obviously believed that their family members would need these
items in the afterlife and that lamentations aided in a proper passage to the
hereafter.
Still, an inclusive view of deathways did not necessarily lead to mutual
understanding and respect. Seeman argues, “Because all felt that the dead
deserved respectful treatment, corpse desecration marked the highest form of
humiliation one could inflict upon one’s enemies.”60 In the case of Apaches,
a proper burial was vital to prevent unwelcome visits from the deceased to
family members and to avoid the use of the corpse for witchcraft. During the
colonial period, the Spanish committed atrocities against the Apaches with the
intention of violating these burial taboos and tormenting the survivors during
brutal wartime clashes. Descriptions of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
massacres in the Aravaipa Canyon and the San Pedro River Valley recount
how the Spanish hung bodies of the dead on posts, left them on battlefields,
and cut off ears and other body parts as trophies. Apaches found public display
and dismemberment of corpses particularly gruesome and savage, because
these practices deprived family members of a proper customary burial.61
For both the Apaches and the Spanish, the treatment of the enemy’s body in
warfare figured prominently in how each group demeaned and demoralized
the other, even if they ascribed different religious and cultural significance
to desecration. Pfefferkorn described how the Apaches and other Native
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Sonorans created terror in the region by scalping their war victims both dead
and alive.62 There is no evidence that Apaches traditionally scalped their
enemies, and in fact, their reluctance to handle the dead for fear of supernatural retribution likely made it an infrequent and relatively recent practice.
More often, the Apaches inflicted violence to avenge a wrong, such as the
murder of a family member, and to restore balance between communities.63
In contrast, the Spanish and Mexican governments used systemic scalping
against the Apaches to inflict terror and disgust, and to acquire trophies in
return for rewards of one hundred pesos per scalp.64
Moreover, the mutilation of corpses and the use of torture dehumanized enemies in ways that were often gendered. Borderlands scholar Nicole
Guidotti-Hernández’s work on the perpetration of violence on Apache bodies
during the Camp Grant Massacre near Tucson in the spring of 1871 highlights
how “colonialism itself is structured by the logic of sexual violence.”65 The
aggressors in this attack included Anglos, Mexicans, and Tohono O’odham
men. While the testimonies of the perpetrators often elided references to
rape and dismemberment, references to sexual violence and the clubbing of
women’s and children’s heads and faces so as to make them unrecognizable
appeared later in Tohono O’odham songs and Anglo literature. GuidottiHernández emphasizes that damaging the distinct physical characteristics
of the individual women and children they raped during the rampage served
to distance the perpetrators from their own offense.66 Yet it was also an attempt to rob the victims of their humanity and to eliminate the possibility of
a proper burial. If reverence for one’s body at the time of death was a basic
birthright, then rape and dismemberment were the most horrific ways to deny
a person’s humanity. A most extreme demonstration to the dying and their
surviving relatives was that they stood outside family, religious community,
civilization, and humanity.
Among Mexicans, the welfare of widows and orphans as victims of
barbarous atrocities also became part of an increasingly hostile discourse
against the Apaches and served to justify unabated violence against Apache
communities including their women and children. When the justice of the
peace in Tumacacori sent a report on people widowed and orphaned in his
jurisdiction by Apache attacks, he briefly discussed María Antonia Creipa,
emphasizing how she had “lost both her parents at the hands of cruel enemies,
the Apaches.”67 Apaches’ destruction of entire families and communities, not
only individuals, and their willingness to harm even women and children
established their barbarism all the more. Pejorative terms such as “cruel,”
“barbaric,” and “savage” were commonplace in Mexican correspondence.
This essentialist view of the Apaches among nineteenth-century Mexican
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officials served to defend policies of removal and defilement on the part of
the Mexican state.
The desecration of enemy bodies was not unique to Native-European
relations. Ties between the Apaches and the O’odhams were characterized
by periods of violence and formed part of a shared oral tradition and cultural
framework for interpreting a long history of mutual enmity. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Apaches and the O’odhams believed that
their wars involved a rivalry for power that I’itoi, or Older Brother, placed
between the communities. The O’odhams performed rituals of purification
after killing an Apache in battle. The process involved isolation, bathing, and
cleansing on the part of the warrior. The community also danced with the war
trophies, which were often enemy body parts. The O’odhams believed that
Apache bodies possessed a dangerous force, and these post-battle rituals were
necessary to transform this perilous energy into something that the O’odhams
could control and utilize for healing and reproduction. Historian Karl Jacoby
also notes that the trophies of battle, once neutralized, were welcomed “like a
relative,” a practice suggesting an intersection between the violence of warfare
and intimacy associated with kinship.68 Repeated patterns of mutilation and
rape, and the use of body parts as trophies reveal that defiling the bodies of
dead enemies also became entangled with broader cultural traditions and
religious beliefs related to creation and the afterlife.
Conclusion
In nineteenth-century Sonora, deathways became a means to fashion boundaries between family and stranger, Christian and pagan, and human and
savage. Beyond showing landholding and inheritance patterns, Sonora’s wills
reveal the circulation of spiritual objects and the persistence of a baroque
material culture in this outlying region. Supplications to God and family for
remembrance and prayers expose a thriving “spiritual economy” within the
region’s lay community. Testators—particularly women—bequeathed saint
statues, paintings, and rosaries to their loved ones, and in the process, they
contributed to the endurance of baroque lay religious expression despite
encroaching enlightened religiosity and a declining official church presence
during the early republican era.69
The transition to a more austere, enlightened piety, as expressed through
requests for simple burials and the development of cemeteries on the edges of
towns across Sonora suggests that religious expression in northern New Spain
was in line with broader changes taking place across the colony during the late
eighteenth century. Nevertheless, wills also reveal the persistence of religious
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practices within families that had once been an integral part of a baroque
“good death,” including the circulation of spiritual objects and requests for
prayers. Women were the primary agents of these baroque communal traditions, but one would be mistaken to simply conclude that Sonoran women
were a conservative force in religious expression during this time. Women
requested simple burials in their wills as frequently as men did by the middle
of the nineteenth century. Rather, these women were skillful at incorporating both baroque and enlightenment practices into Sonoran deathways in a
manner that allowed baroque expression to delineate the contours of family
and community through the circulation of spiritual objects.
Finally, wills worked to define family, religious community, and ethnic
identity at a time of heightened conflict between Mexicans and indigenous
peoples. Local conditions of ethnic violence and warfare across several generations made deathways powerful markers of civilization and savagery for
both Hispanic and indigenous communities. In nineteenth-century Sonora,
wills provided a way to demonstrate who belonged within a family, who was
part of a circle of close friends, who performed devoted service, and who was
included within a spiritual community through the circulation of holy objects.
Yet these practices formed only part of a broader system of cultural practices
surrounding deathways that included both the treatment of loved ones and
the (mis)treatment of enemies. In order to understand deathways and burial
practices in the broadest sense, historians must also explore behavior toward
outsiders and enemies in death. Such an examination is particularly important
in a region like nineteenth-century Sonora, a time and place characterized by
persisting ethnic conflict. Defilement of enemies’ bodies in warfare became
a way to demoralize and humiliate “the other,” as well as a way to define the
boundaries between one’s friends and family and one’s adversaries.
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